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The Government of Nunavut presented Nunavummiut with precisely one background document 

for them to prepare for its review of the current uranium policy. Unfortunately it is deeply flawed 

– biased, inaccurate, and incomplete – and seriously misrepresents the realities of uranium mining 

and its impacts, from exploration to mining and processing through to the end uses of the uranium 

produced. This is tragically unfortunate as Nunavummiut and their elected representatives have 

limited access to alternative independent sources of information on which to base critical 

decisions about their future. 

 

It is not clear why the GN chose to have its background document
1
 prepared by Golder 

Associates, a consultancy that depends on the mining industry (including uranium mining), rather 

than either developing it internally or seeking an independent consultant. Alternatively, the GN 

could have convened a multistakeholder editorial or advisory committee to ensure that the 

information presented was as complete and accurate as possible. Golder should not be expected to 

produce a document on its own that could put its primary clients (the mining industry) in a bad 

light. 

 

To be fair, there are some elements of the document that are simply factual, and two short 

sections that fairly represent the realities of existing uranium mining operations (on effects on 

cultural heritage, and on decommissioning). However, even sections that should be easy to 

describe accurately, such as the role of regulatory agencies, misrepresent the nature of 

environmental regulation and health protection. 

 

 

Uranium and radiation – human health and ecosystem effects 

 

The background document misrepresents the basic facts of radiation safety, as well as presenting 

assumptions and theories as fact. The facts are that radioactive contamination is widespread in the 

environment, partially from natural sources but in large part due to nuclear bomb testing. This is 

now treated as “background” radiation even though it is not natural. It is generally accepted that 

there is no “safe” level of radiation exposure. There is considerable scientific debate about how 

much safer lower levels of radiation are, as well as the biological mechanisms by which radiation 

and uranium by itself (as a metal
2
) cause cancer and birth defects. The document does not 

acknowledge any of this. Nor does it acknowledge the extent to which existing uranium mines 

have contaminated the environment through routine effluent discharge and radon gas emissions as 

well as spills and accidents – nor the risks to workers, whether the devastating consequences of 

radiation exposure for “early mining workers” or the fact that even more recent mines (eg. 

                                                        
1 http://www.uranium.gov.nu.ca/apps/UPLOADS/fck/file/Uranium%20Review%20FINAL%20-%20March%202.pdf  
2 biologically active as a uranyl ion [UO2]

2+, toxic in kidneys and nerve (brain) tissue but also attracted to DNA where 

it concentrates other forms of radiation through a photoelectric effect, though the strength of this effect is debated. 

http://www.uranium.gov.nu.ca/apps/UPLOADS/fck/file/Uranium%20Review%20FINAL%20-%20March%202.pdf


Elliot Lake) killed lots of workers. Despite vastly improved radiation safety measures, uranium 

workers still face risks from radiation, especially in case of accidents. Given the continual 

revision of radiation protection standards and the ongoing scientific debates it is misleading to 

assume that current standards will not be changed in the future. 

 

The document fails to accurately present the most basic aspects of nuclear radiation, confusing 

elements with isotopes, confusing duration (how long something lasts) with frequency (how often 

something happens), and most importantly, failing to distinguish internal and external radiation 

exposure. Exposure to radiation outside the body is much less damaging and more easily 

controlled; once radioactive particles are ingested into the body they may be there for some time, 

even being bioaccumulated (incorporated into body tissues). While a general background 

document does not need to go into the details of the uranium decay chain and the specific 

biological risks associated with each step in the process, it is important for people to understand 

that some radionuclides are more dangerous than others based on their availability in the 

environment, their biological behaviour, and their radioactive characteristics – half-life (rate of 

decay), mode of decay, and decay energy. Alpha radiation in particular has low penetrating power 

but does much more damage if the alpha-emitting particles are inside the body. 

 

There are a number of other specific errors, such as statements that uranium is used for many 

purposes like other metals when it actually has very limited uses, or that radon gas is not released 

in mining uranium. There are also a number of misrepresentations that trivialise the risks 

associated with uranium mining, such as statements that uranium mill tailings may be radioactive 

and may emit radon gas when in fact they always do so. Indeed, “can” or “may” are consistently 

used in discussing impacts on the environment – wildlife, vegetation, water, contamination of the 

food chain etc. – when in reality such impacts are inevitable, though they are variable. Elsewhere, 

information is presented without providing important context, such as the fact that sources of 

radiation exposure for an “Average Adult Canadian” are not adjusted for northern diets and 

lifestyles. 

 

 

Regulation and prevention 

 

Throughout the document environmental and health protection measures and regulations are 

misrepresented as “preventing” contamination or exposure and “protecting” people and the 

environment, without qualification. In reality, regulations are not meant to prevent pollution; they 

limit or reduce it. No-one, not even the federal government, can “make sure that radioactive 

substances are not released to the environment, the food chain or water supply.” The release of 

radon gas and contaminated water is regulated to try to keep exposure levels low, and measures 

are supposed to be put in place to prevent spills and contamination, but these cost money. 

Likewise, radiation protection measures are enforced to minimise – not eliminate – exposure for 

workers and the public. Protection and prevention are relative, not absolute. Mitigation and 

treatment measures only restrict the routine or deliberate release of contaminants above 

established limits, they do not stop or prevent their release. Nor do they control accidental 

releases or spills, which happen frequently and can be extensive.
3
 

 

Likewise it is important to note that decommissioned mine and mill sites are supposed to be 

properly closed and cleaned up, but still revert to public control (the relevant DIO in this case). If 

company goes bankrupt or authorities fail to hold them to strict requirements, this will happen 

earlier. As well, tailings dumps are designed to facilitate monitoring and treatment of effluent and 

                                                        
3 For example, the 1989 spill of 2 million litres of contaminated minewater at Rabbit Lake, Saskatchewan. 



to prevent the long-term release of contaminants above established limits, but their actual 

performance is another matter.
4
 In the case of uranium mines this becomes even more critical 

given the length of time the wastes remain dangerously radioactive – tens of thousands of years. 

 

 

End Uses of Uranium 

 

While the document does not discuss the uses of uranium in weapons or for generating 

radioisotopes for medical use – beyond the bland and misleading “used for many purposes” – it 

does discuss nuclear power generation at some length. Unfortunately it excludes any mention of 

the drawbacks of nuclear power generation in terms of its huge capital expenses, documented 

human health risks (including rare but catastrophic accidents such as the recent and ongoing crisis 

at Fukushima, Japan), and the long lead times required to build new reactors due to their size and 

complexity. It also minimizes the challenge of long-term storage of high level nuclear fuel waste, 

which is a significant and growing problem world-wide with no credible solution in sight. Again, 

the Fukushima disaster unfortunately highlighted the risks of temporary above-ground storage, 

while efforts in Europe, the US, and Canada to identify safe, reliable long-term storage options 

show little sign of producing acceptable proposals. The document asserts that long term waste 

storage is “viable and safe” but at the same time acknowledges that options are still being studied. 

 

Other uses of uranium need to be mentioned. More uranium does not need to be mined for 

medical isotope production as the amounts needed are very small and easily met from existing 

supplies. On the other hand, Canadian uranium may well end up in nuclear or depleted uranium 

weapons. Canada allows uranium to be sold to nuclear weapons states based on assurances that an 

equivalent amount of uranium will be earmarked for power generation, but there is no actual 

separation of uranium supplies in processing, and there is no restriction whatsoever on the 

production of plutonium from reprocessed used nuclear fuel. Canada even allows uranium to be 

sold to India, which has not signed the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. Canadian uranium may 

also be used to make depleted uranium weapons, as the use of depleted uranium is not covered by 

any international agreements. The use of such weapons has already caused terrible illnesses, 

including cancers and birth defects, in the Balkans and Iraq. 

                                                        
4 See, for example, Comparison of Predicted and Actual Water Quality at Hardrock Mines by J.R. Kuipers, Maest, 

A.S., MacHardy, K.A., and Lawson, G. 2006. www.mine-aid.org/predictions/ComparisonsReportFinal.pdf  

http://www.mine-aid.org/predictions/ComparisonsReportFinal.pdf

